Neuron loss in cerebellar cortex of rats exposed to mercury vapor: a stereological study.
Mercury vapor produces tremor in humans and experimental animals. We have previously reported that mercury vapor intoxication over an 8-week period induces only subtle changes in dorsal root ganglia and nerve roots in rats. In the present study we have carried out stereological analyses of the cerebellum of the same rats, and demonstrated significant losses of Purkinje cells (12.7%, 2P = 0.005) and granule cells (15.6%, 2P = 0.016). All sizes of Purkinje cells were lost with an equal probability, i.e. there were no indication of any preferential loss of any subpopulation of the neurons. The volume of the granular cell layer was significantly reduced (18.9%, 2P = 0.0 15), whereas the volumes of the molecular layer and the white matter were unchanged. Previous stereological studies have demonstrated that methyl mercury intoxication primarily induces degeneration in the peripheral nervous system, while sparing the cerebellum. We therefore suggest that metallic mercury vapor and methyl mercury have different toxicological profiles in rats, where metallic mercury vapor mainly affects the central nervous system and methyl mercury mainly affects the peripheral nervous system.